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on a negative platform. So varied were the attitudes that positive atten-
tion to any major interest would draw down the opposition of the others
and court defeat. The Democrats had been the first to learn this, and
when they came to write their platforms in the thirties they chose two
ideas admirably suited to this purpose, laissez faire regarding contro-
versial domestic issues and a spread-eagle foreign policy attractive to
most interests. Also they had abandoned obvious leadership in the
executive. After Jackson's retirement, they had suffered no leader to be-
come President.
Their opponents had not learned quite so easily. Under Clay's guid-
ance the National Republicans and the Whigs had tried a positive pro-
gram, an American system, only to meet defeat. Their accidental and
short-lived successes had been won with hand-picked "heroes" like
Harrison arid Taylor, who in no sense led the party, and who were given
no platform at all. Thus both Democrats and Whigs had abandoned
positive programs.
However, in 1856 it was apparent that political wheels had been turn-
ing furiously and had carried partisanship into strange and more dan-
gerous paths. A new aggregation, the Republican party, had emerged
with a new type of platform. It had abandoned any attempt at compro-
mise or the use of phrases of universal acceptance. It deliberately sought
to capitalize the divisive attitudes, to organize the antisouthern senti-
ment in platoons to follow the banners of free soil and -destruction of
southern power. Its direct approach- forced the Democratic party into
destructive ambiguity.
The Democratic platform made at Cincinnati contained a formula
over which the chairman, Benjamin F. Hallett, had struggled as hard
as he had four years before over the language accepting the Compromise
of 1850. The new plank pledged the party to popular sovereignty but
not until the statehood stage. "We recognize the right of the people of all
the territories, including Kansas and Nebraska, acting through the
legally and fairly expressed will of a majority of actual residents, and
whenever the number of their inhabitants justifies it, to form a Consti-
tution, with or without domestic slavery, and be admitted into the Union
upon terms of perfect equality with the other states." 9
Three times during the campaign Buchanan had expressed his whole-